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Certifications are rarely discussed apart from the topic of
added value, with good reason. From the production to
the final sale level, certifications add value: for producers

they add the values of community improvements, increases in
production, and better prices; for vendors they add values of
product differentiation, market access and consumer communi-
cation. The following is a list of global certification programs and
their missions and goals.

Certification Basics and Benefits: 
On the Ground and On the Shelves 
Growers, processors, roasters and retailers are today faced with
the option of certifying their coffee and tea with one, or several,
of many established certifications. How they choose between
pursuing any of these certification depends on where parties
believe they will see the greatest benefits from added value based
on the specifics of the product they provide. 

To Certify 
or Not 

to Certify? 
(That is the Question…)

There are numerous certification programs for coffee producers to 
utilize, but should they certify is the question. Are they advantages 

or just disadvantages to not certifying?  This month’s cover story
explores the various global certification programs and speaks with 

farmers who have chosen to remain uncertified. By Rachel Northrop
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On the ground, certifications standard-
ize systems of production and sales to be
more efficient and sustainable, while on the
shelves, certifications guarantee consumers
that those systems of sales and production
behind a product comply with social, eco-
nomic and environmental best practices.
Certification logos are familiar to con-
sumers and therefore instantly communi-
cate a brand’s values without the extensive
time and costs of a marketing campaign.
For consumers, certifications offer the
added value of traceability, as the entire
chain of custody must be certified.
Certifications are not equal in their guaran-
tees, but they are powerfully parallel in their
offerings of assurance surrounding products
sourced far from points of consumption.

4C—Common Code Coffee Community,
Bonn, Germany,  verifies products rather
than certifies them, operating as a sort of
entry-level seal of approval for diverse
members of the coffee supply chain. On
the ground its gradient verification helps
producers transition to the more stringent
requirements of other certifications by first
eliminating worst practices. 4C’s commu-
nications director, Veronica Perez,
explained how, “the intention of the 4C
Association and the other standards is to
develop common training tools to help
farmers move from the 4C baseline level to
more advanced standards,” so that they can
enjoy both the production and sales bene-
fits of other certifications.

Several successful case studies have been
completed, with coops and groups of small-
holders transitioning to meet Rainforest
Alliance and UTZ requirements. On the
shelves, consumers won’t see any 4C logo,
but they will see an increase in sustainably
sourced coffee from some of the world’s
largest roasters and retailers as a result of 
4C initiatives and collaborations. The 
most notable of these collaborations 
being Northfield, Ill.-based Mondelez
International. Their bold goal is to source
100 percent of coffee for their European
markets from 4C verified or Rainforest
Alliance-certified farms by 2015 as part of its
“Coffee Made Happy” initiative. Mondelez
described it as, “The logical continuation of
our journey in coffee sustainability.” 

Rainforest Alliance (RA), New York, gives
five accredited certification bodies the right
to authorize local NGO’s to act as inspec-
tion bodies checking against the regularly
reviewed and revised Sustainable
Agriculture Network (SAN) standards. On
the ground, the 37-year old non-profit,
solution-oriented since its inception, is con-
cerned with maintaining biodiversity and
sustainable systems of production, both for
people and lands where they live and 
work. RA certification requires farm
groups–organized into a variety of struc-
tures including but not limited to associa-
tions and coops–to maintain and report on
the activities of an internal management
system, which annually inspects every sin-
gle-member farm. In this way, smallholders
have always been eligible for RA certifica-
tion. RA senior manager for sustainable
agriculture Alex Morgan, noted that when
smallholders “engage with us, [they] focus
on management and see changes in their
land they might not have seen before
[because] we take a global standard and
help them apply it to different smallholder
situations.” All RA-certified farms have the
option to implement the new SAN Climate
Module, a collaboratively developed set of
15 additional criteria focusing specifically
on mitigating and adapting to the effects of
climate change. 

UTZ, Amsterdam, is similar to RA, UTZ
takes a “big picture” approach of advocating
for “better farming, better future.” While
RA certifies a host of products, UTZ, the
name itself from the Mayan “utz kapeh,”
meaning “good coffee,” works exclusively
with tea, coffee, and cocoa. Numerous cer-
tification bodies audit producers, producer
organizations and chain of custody mem-
bers against the UTZ Codes of Conduct.
While UTZ claims the title of largest certi-
fier of sustainable coffees accounting for 50
percent of coffee certified as such, it is min-
imally visible to consumers in United States
markets and therefore largely unfamiliar to
U.S. consumers.  

Fairtrade Labeling Organizations,
International (FLO), Bonn, Germany,
includes 24 national labeling organiza-
tions using FLO’s Fairtrade mark. On the

ground, FLO is a system of sales
that guarantees producers a mini-
mum price or premium, but their updat-
ed standards are amplified to include
more environmental concerns. Fairtrade
International’s communications team
noted that, “Farmers benefit from stable
pricing, income for investment, support
for building democratic organizations and
care for the environment. Fairtrade
International supports farmers and work-
ers to strengthen their position beyond
standards and audits, through a global
support network of locally-based liaison
officers and programs on financing, cli-
mate, labor rights and more.”  

To be certified, smallholders must be
organized into coops, because “encourag-
ing the development of democratic organ-
ization remains a core tenant of Fairtrade.
Organization gives farmers and workers a
stronger negotiating position and the
opportunity to invest in collective projects
to improve their businesses and commu-
nities. Belonging to an organization can
be as important a benefit to producers as
the Fairtrade Minimum Price and
Fairtrade Premium Price. For this reason,
our main focus over the next two years
will be on supporting unorganized farm-
ers to organize and existing organizations
to strengthen.” 

Fair Trade USA, Oakland, Calif., recent-
ly withdrew from the FLO in order to
extend certification opportunities to inde-
pendent smallholders and larger estate
farms. Under this expanded Fair Trade
umbrella, smallholders can organize into
groups other than coops, within which
they elect a Fair Trade Committee to allo-
cate funds from premiums and commit to
work with a Market Access Partner to
commercialize products. Workers on larg-
er tea and coffee estates similarly elect Fair
Trade Committees to manage funds from
premiums, which belong exclusively to
the workers rather than to the farm own-
ers and comply with prices stipulated by
Fairtrade International standards.

On the ground, four successful pilot
programs conducted in 2012 on two cof-
fee estates in Brazil and with smallholder
organizations in Costa Rica and
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Colombia demonstrate that although this
expanded model enters into uncharted
fair trade territory, there are ways to inno-
vatively incorporate more types of pro-
ducers into the fair trade family. Fair
Trade USA recognizes FLO-CERT. Those
currently certified under Fairtrade
International need only to register with
Fair Trade USA and thus avoid paying for
an additional audit. Chief Impact Officer
Mary Jo Cook said, “More people trying
new things means it’s more likely we’ll be
able to make changes…so that farmers
and workers [are] a key part of the sus-
tainable sourcing conversations of all
businesses.” On the shelves, consumers
will see the new FT USA logo increasing-
ly appearing on tea and coffee packaging.

USDA Organic, Washington, D.C.,
upholds strict standards regulating a system
of production prohibiting the use of agro-
chemicals. Even though all coffee consumed
in the U.S. (other than Kona) is grown out-
side of the country, USDA organic-certified
coffees and teas must meet same standards
as any crop grown domestically. 

With more and more opportunities
for reciprocity emerging, certification
players are exploring “collaboration on

efficiencies in smallholder certification
[to] identify and test mechanisms for low-
ering the cost and complexity for produc-
ers achieving multiple certifications,”
according to a joint presentation made by
RA, UTZ, 4C, FLO and Kenya Coffee
Code at the African Coffee Sustainability
Forum in Uganda earlier this month.

The impetus to certify can come from
any direction; consumers can demand
that roasters and retailers deliver certified
products, exporters can seek certification
for farms they habitually source from, and
producers can rally and apply themselves.
The result is a yearly increase in certified
production on the ground and sales on
the shelves, but this trend towards certifi-
cation doesn’t suit everyone.

Happily Uncertified
With certification on the tips of industry
tongues, many producers and processors
feel like certification is unanimously
expected of them if they’re to deliver a
quality, competitive product. Producers
who operate without any seals of certifica-
tion consistently feel the need to explain
themselves, to clarify that they aren’t
uncertified because they fail meet the
requirements. They are certification-less

because that’s how they want to be.
The first hang-up around certification

from the production standpoint is the
cost. Depending on the production struc-
ture, the cost can be absorbed in a way
that is minimally felt. Coops pay for the
certification of individual members’
farms; large estates can justify paying for
themselves.

But for family-run operations, ones
where employees are not just workers but
family members who directly benefit from
the success of their company, such as
many of the micro-mills processing spe-
cialty coffee, certification simply isn’t
worth the price because they’ve discovered
more cost effective options for creating
comparable added value. 

Direct trade–in any iteration–consti-
tutes one attractive option. A Panamanian
farm and mill owner, who preferred not to
be identified, summarized her family’s
direct trade policy as simply, “We don’t sell
coffee to people we don’t know.”  She
shared her experiences with certification
and reasons for deciding to operate with-
out it, recounting that, “we realized that
paying for certification entails one more
middleman who’s getting a whole lot of
money, because we have to pay for the cer-

certifications

Certifications at a Glance

Dimensions of  for Standards Key Benefits for Producers Guaranteed Price 
for Producers

# of Certified Tea &
Coffee Operators,
2011

% of Certified
Tea & Coffee
Operators, 2011

4C
10 prohibited pratices, 
28 principles, “traffic light” system

technical assistance info, forums none 221 100

RA
10 principles of sustainable agri-
culture, biodiversity conservation,
sustainable human development

see standards (left) none
126,500 coffee,
460,389 tea

73

UTZ
better farming methods, working
conditions, care for nature, 
care for next generations

lower costs through higher 
productivity, potential premiums

none 161,306 coffee

FLO
trade, production, 
business development

market access, stable prices,
income for investment, 
network of support

floor price ($1.40/lb) or premi-
um (+$0.20/lb after applica-
tion of regional differential)** 

*532,000 coffee,
223,700 tea 
(including workers)

68

FTUSA
empowerment, economic 
development, social responsibility,
environmental stewardship

organizational strategies, 
market access, stable prices,
development of social programs

floor price ($1.40/lb) or premi-
um (+$0.20/lb after applica-
tion of regional differential)** 

365 coffee, 89 tea 44

USDA
lists prohibited chemicals 
and practices

potential for improved farm 
and worker health, often price
differential

none, +$0.30 if also 
certified organic

data not available
data not 
available



tification ourselves. Then when
you go to sell that coffee, no one
wants to pay you for it. It’s one more bur-
den on the producer.”

The farmer realized that she had
options. “Doing business like we do, we
have a direct contact with our clients. Our
clients come, we’re open. Right now we
have a barista from one of our clients, and
she’s here. She wanted to pick coffee, well,
go for it! Every year people come who real-
ly care about where their coffee comes
from, or they send their employees, so,
they see how we work. And this history,
and this human contact passes by word of
mouth, and they can say, ‘but I know
where this coffee comes from,’ when the
person buying the cup asks them. ‘Because
I went, and I know the owners, and I
know the employees.’ See? For us, this is
the most honest way of doing things.”  

Direct-trade relationships have been
cauterized between producers and over
the last decade and generated a successful
business model entirely outside of the cer-
tification system. Certifications offer the
added value of potential price premiums
and entry into new markets, but family
managed farms and mills can achieve the
same ends through maintaining these
interpersonal relationships- and without
any added cost.

For family-run operations the request
for certifications can even feel like an
insult implying that the buyer doesn’t
trust the work they do. A direct-trade
farm and micro-mill owner in Costa Rica
said simply, “For me, the best certification
is that you come and see for yourself to
know what we do.” In direct-trade rela-
tionships, the buyer essentially assumes
the role of certification auditor, but
instead of checking against someone else’s
criteria, he can take a holistic approach
and check for the farm and mill attributes
he deems most important. 

Electively remaining uncertified may
offer more control and options to growers
and processors. The external standards of
certification agencies are stringent, uni-
form, and unwavering. Producers operat-
ing without certifications afford them-
selves more freedom and flexibility when
not committing to adhere to certifiers’
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standards. They can use their own dis-
cernment and react more dynamically to
the nuances of individual situations.
Because they’re not claiming to be certi-
fied organic, for example, farms can use
pesticides once or twice when facing a
particularly bad bout of roya and not risk
loosing their certification and subsequent
premiums/market share.

Abstaining from certification means
producers forfeit the support of massive
international initiatives, but by remaining
on their own, uncertified producers leave
themselves infinite loopholes. They feel
their clients will understand that this year’s
harvest is just “mostly organic” and buy it
anyway. By never promising to comply,
uncertified producers safeguard themselves
against being faulted for non-compliance.

The Pros and Cons of Certification
But with compliance comes the advertising
advantage of a logo that sells itself. Roasters
intentionally selling uncertified coffees may
not be able to reap the advertising benefit of
certifications, and therefore have to develop
creative marketing and consumer commu-
nication methods in the absence of certi-
fiers’ familiar and trusted seals. 

Roasters Phil and Sebastian of Canada
dress each bag of single-origin coffee with a
blurb describing the source farm, and
Atlanta-based Thr!ve Farmers gives produc-
ers participation in the final sale of their cof-
fee and puts their portraits on the bags.
Without certifications people trust, distribu-
tors may need to create narratives people
buy into. Social media allows coffee shops,
roasters, and even mail-order services to

communicate these narratives to consumers.
Blogs illustrate travels to origin, tweets share
updates on the implementation of social
projects in growers’ communities, Instagram
explodes during the harvest with photos
documenting ripening cherries. 

Certification offers the assurance of a
big blanket operation, but uncertified
narrative coffees can offer something per-
sonal that a stamp doesn’t: the barista, the
tweet, the Facebook status update (or
even the bag) tells the consumer a story.
Addressing the consumer directly adds a
level of intimacy to the purchase that cer-
tified coffee may not provide. And
because social media works both ways,
people can talk back to what they buy,
providing the satisfaction of a uniquely
personal interaction with the product. 

Certified coffee offers consumers the
added value of taking part in providing
living wage to workers and being stewards
of the environment. Todd Carmichael of
La Colombe Torrefaction, in his Travel
Channel series Dangerous Grounds, offers
consumers the added value of participat-
ing in the adventure of navigating rivers,
scaling mountains, and dodging snakes to
get the coffee into the cup. Narratives
might not be as certain as certifications,
but they offer the opportunity for distrib-
utors to capitalize on people’s affinity for
intrigue and romance. 

There are also consumers who never
cared about certifications or stories in the
first place: those concerned solely with
taste. For the most discerning of palates, the
question is not the wage paid to the farmer
or the management of the farm, but first,

last, and only, whether or not the coffee
presents the exact qualities of flavor desired.
There is a tiny handful of producers and
distributors that is able to operate outside of
certifications and without any alternative
because they cater to a consumer who has
no interest in added value, certified by an
agency or an individual: one for whom
excellent coffee alone is valuable enough.

Consumers who do value certifications
tend to develop loyalties like those they
develop for brands. Someone who buys
certified coffee will often go out of his way
to buy certified coffee, even if it means a
trip to a different supermarket. Many con-
sumers develop this loyalty because the
number and complexity of certifications
available make sorting between them all a
difficult thing to do in the middle of the
grocery story aisle. In the U.S., school par-
ent/teacher associations and religious
organizations often buy bulk lots of certi-
fied coffees, prompting the source of these
affinities. Heads of household shopping
for families are typically the ones to choose
certified grocery products, whereas young,
urban professionals consuming most of
their coffee out of home would be more
likely to opt for a direct trade cup to go. 

While more Europeans pride them-
selves on being consumers of only certified
coffees, an increasing number of North
Americans are also checking for labels and
logos–or asking their direct-trade sourcer
directly–to be certain that the coffee they
buy contains more than just coffee; that it
contains some commitment towards mak-
ing improvements for the people who
made it and the planet we share.
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We’re looking out for your financial interest.
Rekerdres & Sons has been one of the most trusted names in international 

commodity insurance for more than five decades. 
Wherever we find your financial interest, our cover attaches continuously.  From interior 

origins, via any conveyance, until delivery, buyer take-up, or payment at final destination.  
No matter where the future - and your cargo - takes you, trust Rekerdres & Sons to be there,

looking out for you.

Defining the Future of Commodity Insurance Since 1953


